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Artistic Economies: Shelter, Food and Clothing
— Danielle Child

On viewing Christopher Kulendran Thomas’ film 60 Million Americans Can’t Be Wrong
(2016), one could easily mistake the work for another ironic critical take on the contempo-
rary obsession with the virtual; one in which people’s lives are experienced through smart
technologies and social media.! However, this film is not a tongue-in-cheek spoof but rather
areal-world proposal for a ‘democratised off-shore economic system’ that allows people to
become or remain transitory citizens - ‘citizens of the cloud for whom the whole world could
be home.”? The film is part of a project by Kulendran Thomas and Annika Kuhlmann titled
New Eelam (2016-ongoing), a start-up company billed as a ‘subscription housing’ service.
The project ambitiously proposes to cross legal and nation-state boundaries in offering a fluid
form of citizenship in which what we call ‘home’ could be anywhere. It plans to reorganise
housing to ‘function more like informational goods’.?

A work like New Eelambegs the question, what makes artists suitable figures to pro-
pose new or alternative economic models? In recent years a number of artists have engaged
in proposing and also effectively employing alternative economies. What is meant here by
alternative economies are practices that, by extending artistic strategies into the wider eco-
nomic sphere, articulate non-standard models of economy as well as of artistry. Operating
beyond the institutional space of the gallery, the goods and services produced here go beyond
the artistic. Of course, such strategies have
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themselves been subsumed within dominant
models to an extent. It is perhaps worth reit-

Wthh artists’ pr()posa].s fOI' alt@rnative erating the now-well-rehearsed story of the
contemporary economies Successfully co-optation of the artist as model worker in

revive the historical avant-garde project of

the contemporary period. In The New Spirit
of Capitalism, originally published in 1999,

returning art to the praxis of life. Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello observe the

way in which management discourse from
the 1990s began to absorb the ‘artist critique’ of capitalism.* As a result, a Romantic model of
the artist became a validated model of productive worker. Traits such as creativity, thinking
‘outside of the box” and flexibility became desirable qualities for the new worker. However, as
Maurizio Lazzarato has argued, this conception of the artist was already out-of-date by the
time of its capitalist co-option post-1968.° It is a conception based on the problematic nine-
teenth-century bourgeois conception of the bohemian artist as freed of capitalist production.
The stereotype that results from this is still commonly found in creative industry discourse5;
moreover, it is well understood that the idea of the artist as un-alienated worker makes the
role particularly conducive to the neoliberal work environment.

The neoliberal ideology has been crucial to fostering values of individualism and
selthood and, in the UK, the birth of the ‘Creative Industries’, cementing the inclusion of
‘creative’ values within dominant economic models. New working models associated with
immaterial, flexible and service-based work thus become aligned with a certain assumption
of what an artist is or does. When labour begins to adapt to skills aligned with a certain con-
ception of the artist, it is unsurprising that the artist becomes comfortable in crossing the line
between art and the economic to propose their own economies.”

In the documentary 60 Million Americans..., New Eelamis framed as a project for
the displaced. Its title is based on a lost Tamil state in Sri Lanka - Eelam - that following the
neo-Marxist revolution was governed for three decades (until 2009) as an autonomous state,
and was also the home of Kulendran Thomas’ family. The film tells of how, after the state fell,
the people of Eelam travelled to the West to look for a better life. This forms the inspiration
for New Eelam’s proposal of a model of housing for the displaced and transient, categories
that today resurface in the form of the flexible worker. From this proposition, it appears that
Kulendran Thomas and Kuhlmann might be developing a housing model for the precariat.
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In his book The Precariat: The New Dangerous Class(2011), Guy Standing observes
that the precariat do not yet constitute a social class. It is not, he argues, a homogenous group
but rather one that ranges from cleaners, care workers, refugees and migrants to creative
workers.® Although the practical application of New Eelam’s economic model is not yet fully

realised, the viewer is told that there would be a flat rate subscription to the proposed housing

cloud ‘at a level equivalent to the cost of rent’, reduced over time to a ‘trivial rate’. From the
outset, then, New Eelamis presumably initially available only to the employed, or to those
who can afford rent in cities across the globe. Although the film and title suggest that the self-
governed housing model is for the politically displaced, such as those who left Eelam to look

for a better life, the literature that accompanies the project at Bristol’s Spike Island pitches the

housing model to people who ‘work freelance or change their job frequently’.!® This propo-
sition seems to appeal to one group within Standing’s understanding of the precariat - the
creative, flexible worker - while potentially excluding those whose mobility or transience is
more a result of, say, immigration status than career path.!!
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Other contemporary artistic economic practices return to questions of material pro-
duction, thinking in particular about co-operative production. Company Drinks (2015~
ongoing), based in East London is an example of one such project, which, in stark contrast to
the ‘real estate technology company’of New Eelam,'* returns to material production in the
field of soft drinks. Company Drinks is a Community Interest Company (CIC) that began
as an art project titled Company: Movements, Deals, and Drinksin 2014 (subsequently
registered as a Company Drinks CIC in June 2015), initiated by the artist Kathrin B6hm in
Dagenham and Barking, East London. B6hm’s practice, as part of the Myvillages collective,
puts forward a new understanding of the rural as a site of cultural production. Company
Drinks builds on Bohm’s interest in the rural through exploring its relationship to urban
working-class history. Like New Eelam, it revisits for its inspiration a lost historical practice
associated with a specific place: that of hop picking in Kent. In the early twentieth century,
locals from the East End of London would travel to the nearby countryside in Kent to un-
dertake the seasonal labour of hop picking. It was largely women and children (those not
in permanent employment) who made the journey, escaping the congestion of the city. This
practice ended in the 1950s, but has been revived as part of Company Drinks’ production
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process, in addition to foraging for botanicals in local
urban parks. For some this is a nostalgic return to a lost
time in which leisure and labour were demarcated for
workers who stayed on the farms for around four to six
weeks per year."? But while looking to the past, the proj-
ect also makes visible the new workers who undertake
the labour of fruit picking for commercial farmers in
Kent today. In the Company Drinks and Myvillages film
Foreign Pickers(2016), we meet a small group of East-
ern European workers who come to Kent to work on the
farms during the picking season. By making these con-
temporary workers visible, the project exposes some of
the economic conditions of global labour. Although the
location of origin of the workers has changed, the idea of
atemporary relocation of people to undertake low-cost
seasonal work has not.

Bohm stresses that Company Drinks is ‘run
in a way that is clearly not a neoliberal model’."* It
isimportant that the company offers an alternative
economy to that posed by contemporary capitalism.

Its production process is based around the company’s
five ‘C’s - culture, collective, community, collaborating,
commerce’.”” It started from the idea of returning to a
historic community practice and, as Bohm explains:
‘Itis trying to merge a cultural idea with an economic
concept.”'® Rather than prioritising the economic in
this relationship, the company reverses a typical com-
modification of the ‘local’ or ‘artisan’ under neoliberal-
ism by employing a practice in which the ‘commercial
supports the communal and cultural’.!” This is perhaps
where art has arole to play in a project thatis also a
functioning business.

Bohm insists that what she terms the ‘privilege’
of the art world should be ‘shared and interconnected
with other efforts.”!® She uses art as a way to think
about economic practices that take place outside of the
art institution (including the art market), developing
a practice that attempts to avoid neoliberal economic
methods. Her position and skills as an artist help her
facilitate a project that might otherwise be ‘just another
company’. She maintains that the company is part of
her art practice, while simultaneously being viewed as a
place for employment.

Bohm is not alone in initiating a community
project that resulted in the establishment of a CIC. In
2014, artist Jeanne Van Heeswijk worked with the local
community in Anfield, Liverpool on Homebaked (2010~

ongoing) initiated as part of the Liverpool Biennial. Like Bohm the artist did not approach

the community with an idea for a business model, but began to talk to those interested in

working with her in meetings held in an empty, closed-down bakery. The idea of resurrecting

the bakery - once part of the community - came from the participants. Today Homebaked is

run as a cooperative business in Anfield selling pies to football supporters on match days, and

bread to the locals. As with Company Drinks, the artist made use of distance to allow for the

projects to develop from the work of participants rather than top-down. This artistic distance

(beyond economic thinking) allows for the development of long-term collaborative projects,

such as the Centre for Plausible Economies (which B6hm works on alongside curator Kuba

Szreder and economist Katherine Gibson) that focus on the representation of local economic

practices within communities. Bohm does not avoid politics in her practice:
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Company Drinks is a cultural project but
also a practical one in terms of how we
reorganise resources, trade differently,
have different ethics and ultimately take
back the economy as aricher cultural
realm, different from this machine that
destroysus.”

Bohm'’s intentions are to create an
economy as an alternative to that of the
destructive neoliberal capitalist machine.

In a final example of alternative
economies in art, another historical model
of labour is invoked to develop an econom-
ic practice. Unlike New Eelam and Com-
pany Drinks, this project is less engaged in
aspiration than with the preservation of
history.? Irena Haiduk’s Nine Hour Delay
(2012-58) returns to material production,
this time through shoe manufacturing:

The Borosana shoe was first developed over a nine-year period (1960-69) at Borovo Rub-
ber Industry Headquarters in Vukovar, Yugoslavia. After being designed and tested by
the Borovo female workforce and an orthopedic surdeon, the shoe was mandatory for Yu-
goslav women working in the public sector. Borosana was launched in 1969, in white and
navy colors, featuring an ergonomic platform, calculated as ideal for nine hours

of standing without hurting the wearer’s spine. In the declining years of Yugdoslav commu-
nism the model was withdrawn from mass production. Fabrication was abandoned when
Vukovar became a war zone in 19912

Haiduk resurrects the Borosana shoe by putting it back into production. When the
work/shoe was exhibited as part of documenta 14 (2017), Haiduk sought out the skilled
women who were able to produce the shoe (and other products known as Yugoform) for the
exhibition. During the exhibition, female gallery workers were asked to sign a contract in
which they agreed to only wear the Borosana shoe during their working hours. As Haiduk
explains:

Nine Hour Delay (NHD) has made some-
thing half alive, and by delineating between
labour and leisure (women wearing the
shoes wear them only when working),

art work imposes an opposition to the
endless labor hours that fill ‘the new spirit

of capitalism’*

When labour begins to
adapt to skills aligned with
a certain conception of the
artist, it is unsurprising
that the artist becomes
comfortable in crossing the
line between art and the
economic to propose their
own economies.

The artist refers to this process as the
‘continuous zombification of Yugoslavia’
that is financed by keeping the historical
Yugoslavian factory (now in Croatia) alive
after the country itself has ceased to ex-
ist. Here, skilled workers are employed to
manufacture the shoes for workers, but these are not workers employed to undertake the
same kind of work as those for whom the original shoe was designed. With the eradication
of the ‘clocking-in card’ of the factory, the shoes act as a reminder that work and leisure time
was once clearly divided, something not so common with the advent of immaterial forms of
labour that blur work and life. The skilled manual work of the shoemakers here is juxtaposed
with the immaterial labour of the gallery worker.

Nine Hour Delay forms part of a larger project that has been exhibited under the title
Seductive Exacting Realism (SER) (2015). In the process of producing the shoe, Haiduk
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established a new Limited Liability Company (which is referred to as a ‘blind non-aligned
oral corporation’®) called Yugoexport, registered in the US.?* In SER Haiduk presents a
‘transactional area’ in which visitors are able to purchase items. But this is a shop with a dif-
ference. On entering, visitors are shown neither the items nor a price list. In order to see the
items, they have to ask an employee; Haiduk has described this as a way of slowing down
the transaction - the visitor has to talk first.?® The visitor is then asked to define their income
level for the price (of the Borosana shoe or another item, such as a functional dress designed
in the Mussolini era) to be revealed. Items can also be purchased from the Yugoexport web-
site.? This is a fully functioning company - Haiduk draws a salary from Yugoexport, and has
stated that the corporation’s profits finance the salaries of its workforce as well as the devel-
opment and production of current and future artworks.*”

The task of the historical avant-garde was to return art to the praxis of life. In the
examples discussed here, artists have initiated new economic practices, each returning in
some way to history for their models - be they the historical state of Eelam, previous prac-
tices of hop-picking or an ergonomic shoe designed under communist rule - as if to alert
us to the fact that contemporary economic practices have in various ways failed. These are
also political practices that in different ways refer to the displaced. New Eelam appeals to
the voluntarily displaced creative worker while imagining a future in which home could be
provided for the those displaced due to political circumstances. Company Drinks offers an
economic model for a deprived and overlooked area in which B6éhm has identified possibili-
ties. And Nine Hour Delay keeps alive a factory and form of production that once belonged
to a now-lost country.

Of these contemporary working practices, New Eelamis the most aligned with ‘the
artistic’, offering immaterial services through a model that embraces the criticised techni-
cal determinism of Marx and Engels.?® The course of history has demonstrated - as Raniero
Panzieri warned us via Marx - that capitalist technologies are not neutral.* It is difficult
to distinguish between the new ‘platform capitalism’ and the alternative model of housing
that Kulendran Thomas and Kuhlmann describe. The financial details of New Eelam are
still unclear, particularly in terms of the cost of the service.?” Company Drinks works on an
alternative pricing structure. The drinks produced are priced in accordance with the local
demographic: in the area in which the bottled drinks are produced, they are sold for £1 and
in West London they are priced at £3. This practice is echoed in Haiduk’s Yugoexport, where
each product - be it a rubbing of a contract from a marble engraving, the Borosana shoe or a
functional dress - is priced according to the buyer’s income.
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This ‘economic’ or ‘business’ turn in recent artistic practice could mistakenly be under-
stood as an effect of the neoliberal ‘new spirit of capitalism’. Mistakenly because the practices
discussed here explore (with varying efficacy) the possibility of micro-economies that attempt
to escape the economy of contemporary capitalism. This takes form in post-capitalist, coop-
erative or historical production models (but with revised pricing based on income rather than
production of value). Some artists might now be more comfortable crossing the line between
art and production. Yet these companies aren’t sSimply the result of out-of-date notions of
artists exercising creativity in the service of neoliberalism. The emergence of these kinds of
artistic economies could be understood as critical responses to the capitalist co-option of ‘un-
alienated’ artistic labour. That is, a response to the return of art to life praxis when the work/
life boundary seems less and less visible.
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